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PROLOGUE

In 1992 I received a phone call from my friend and colleague, Dr. Michael Blakey, who
at the time was on the faculty at Howard University. He was calling to ask me to head up
the archaeological component of the African Burial Ground Project. I had mixed
emotions: | was flattered and excited but also found the challenge frightening. Would I
be able to handle the responsibility for a site important to my discipline of anthropology
but also to the African-American community of New York, my city, the city in which I
was reared?

I came to archaeology later in life than many of my contemporaries, starting graduate
work at City University of New York in the late 1970s. Some of my earliest experiences
in the field were at sites associated with 19th-century African-American communities,
including Brooklyn’s Weeksville (investigated by Burt Salwen) and the oystering
community at Sandy Ground, Staten Island (investigated by Robert Schuyler). These
projects helped turn attention within archaeology to the presence of African Americans in
New York. As my training continued, it became clear to me that to obtain a greater
understanding of Africans in New York and in the Diaspora in general, it would be
advantageous to conduct archaeological research in Africa.

While teaching as an adjunct in the Anthropology Department at City College, I had the
good fortune of befriending Mpiwa Mbatha, a Zulu who taught sociocultural
anthropology. He sparked my interest in the emergence of the Zulu kingdom in the 19™
century, and with help from him and others I was able to spend nine months in Swaziland
conducting regional survey. My research was part of a general critique of then-current
theories of the rise of the Zulu kingdom, and the settlement data contributed to a revised
picture of social upheaval. In the newer thinking, the Zulu kingdom was part of a series
of responses to havoc in the interior of southern Africa caused by late 18" century
European penetration spearheaded by an illegal trade in captive Africans. My research
allowed me to integrate issues of settlement analysis, the political economy of racism,
and forms of domination and resistance, all being discussed by historical archaeologists
at that time.

Dr. Blakey’s invitation would allow me to continue investigating the hidden and
marginalized histories of the African Diaspora, participate in an increasingly important
sub-field within American archaeology, bring the themes of domination and resistance to
a new set of data, and to work with my people. It was also a time, the 1990s, when
archaeologists in North America increasingly worked closely with descendant
communities, in part because of the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation
Act. I knew that the African American community of New York City had been
instrumental in shaping the project’s direction. And I knew, in ways that I suspected
others did not know, about the complexity of this community and about the damage
caused from having our history hidden from us.
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Growing up in the South Bronx, I was taught in elementary school during the late 1940s
and early 1950s that I was fortunate to live in New York City and not in the south,
because black folks were enslaved in the south but were “free” in the north. This
“fortune” was belied when I looked around the school and saw no teachers or
administrators, let alone principals, who were people of color. The only people of color
were black women working in the lunchroom and one black man who was a maintenance
worker. Almost all of the students were of African descent, and a few were Puerto Rican.
I never knew if we were supposed to be oblivious to this disjuncture, or to accept
secondary status and be thankful that we lived in the north.

Our received vision of Africa was no different. I remember being shown a cartoon of
loincloth-clad African men with bones in their noses and negatively exaggerated lips and
eyes, holding spears and dancing around two white men with pith helmets in a pot of
boiling water. The message was clear: I was fortunate to have been descended from
Africans who were brought to New York and “saved” by Lincoln, rather than left in the
“jungles” of Africa with those cannibalistic “savages,” my ancestors. It was painful to be
black in New York City and subjected to an educational system that taught us that
Africans had no history until Europeans rescued us from ourselves.

On the other hand, I had parents and grandparents who instilled black pride in my brother
and me, and demonstrated to us that we did have a history beyond, and in spite of,
captivity in the United States. They taught us about our own family, in particular my
great-grandfather, Christopher J. Perry I, who in 1884 founded Philadelphia’s first black
newspaper, the Philadelphia Tribune. They introduced us to the achievements of W.E.B.
DuBois, Marcus Garvey, Paul Robeson, Marion Anderson, Sojourner Truth and other
black leaders who were not part of the New York City school curriculum.

I received another lesson in African Diaspora history in 1963, when I heard Malcolm X
speak about the link between Africa and African-Americans at a Black Muslim rally on
125" Street (or 25™ Street, as it was known to young, streetwise black youth). During his
speech a listener taunted him: “I ain’t left nothing in Africa!” Malcolm replied, “You left
your mind in Africa.” I understood Malcolm’s reply to mean that Europeans had
attempted, through coercion and control, to remove African Diaspora peoples from their
African heritage, history, and identity. Since that time, I have drawn strength from the
memory of Malcolm’s passion and commitment as I delved into the relationship between
Africa and the African Diaspora. I resolved to learn the truth about African people in
Africa and the Diaspora and to challenge the Euro-centric conceptions of who we were
and what our history had been.

In 1991, I was a doctoral candidate at the City University of New York’s Graduate
Anthropology Program, specializing in archaeology. At that time there were only three
postdoctoral-level archaeologists of color in the United States (Warren Barber, Theresa
Singleton and Laura Henley Dean). Late one night I was awakened by a knock at the
door of my South Bronx apartment. Errol Maitland, my friend and former City College
student, and an acquaintance from the Patrice Lumumba Coalition, had come to discuss
the newly rediscovered African Burial Ground. They urged me, as a black archaeologist,
to become involved in the project. I was deeply immersed in my doctoral dissertation
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and despite my commitment to the principles embodied in the project, I could not
dedicate the time and effort it would require. I recommended that they contact Dr.
Blakey. When I received Blakey’s phone call in 1992, however, I committed to joining
the project as soon as I had completed my Ph.D. In 1993, Howard University took
control of the project, and in 1994 I became the Associate Director for Archaeology.

I knew that I could not accomplish such a daunting and important task without capable,
dedicated colleagues. Early in my association with the project, I attended an interfaith
service at the African Burial Ground site. I stood on the sacred ground that held my
ancestors, and asked them for help and guidance in retelling the lost histories of their
lives. I soon received a response as, one
by one, the colleagues I asked to join the
team accepted what I see as a calling from
the ancestors.

I feel proud and privileged to have been
asked to be a part of a multidisciplinary
research undertaking aimed at telling the
world the story of the ancestors. I am
committed to the African Burial Ground
Project both as a member of the

- descendant community and as a member
Egunfemi Adegbolola, Chief Alagba of New of the academic community, and there are
York, commemorating the ancestors in a very few people in that zone of overlap. I
Yoruba ceremony at the African Burial stood and still stand with my feet in each
Ground. Photograph by Dennis Seckler. world: this project, with all its stresses

rewards, has allowed me to be whole.

The significance of the African Burial Ground extends beyond its importance to the
African-American community. The history of this cemetery and of those buried here
speaks to the complex history of the United States, with all its diverse populations, and to
an even larger, world history. Understanding is diminished when African people,
women, and subaltern or working class communities are marginalized; their omission
from our collective historical consciousness has negative implications for all.

Warren R. Perry
New Britain, Connecticut
February 2006
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